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Abstract 
Aboriginal colleges have played an important role in the struggle for the achievement of 
social justice, autonomy, and the implementation of aboriginal adult education policy for the 
aboriginal people in Taiwan. They have become one of the distinguishing features of lifelong 
education. This study focused on issues with respect to the adult learning and social capital of 
Aboriginal colleges in TaiwanThe methodology is based on analysis of the organizational 
structure of an aboriginal college and its curriculum design, teaching style, and community 
participation. Findings indicate that Taoyuan County Aboriginal College is mainly based on 
the aboriginal cultural identity. The college has a strong administrative team, its curriculum 
design is both ‘from top’ and ‘from bottom’, and all of the public and private sectors are 
invited to participate in their learning programs. In conclusion, the aboriginal college has 
many programs which have improved the social capital in the tribe. 
 
Introduction 
In June 2002, Taiwan implemented the “Lifelong Learning Act” and established the “Legal Basis for a 
Community University”. At around the same period of time, aboriginal colleges were set up one after 
the other in various counties and municipals. By 2004, there were up to 12 aboriginal colleges 
receiving governmental subsidies and counseling, and evaluation. The aboriginal universities in the 
various counties bear distinct characteristics. This clearly highlights how aboriginal colleges have 
impelled the philosophy of total community construction through nurturing people, landscaping and 
building among the tribal areas. They not only propelled the lifelong learning spirit among the 
Taiwanese aborigines, they also reminded the public to pay attention to environmental and ecological 
issues and have further integrated local leisure, sightseeing and other creative cultural industries into 
the tribe. They encouraged social networking among the aboriginal tribes and the community, and 
improved the living conditions while boosting the lifelong learning capabilities of our indigenous 
compatriots. 
Besides the Lifelong Learning Act, the aboriginal college evaluation and subsidies stipulated by the 
Executive Yuan, Council of Indigenous Peoples also played an important role in facilitating the 
aboriginal colleges in their progress towards holistic development. Through the evaluation system, the 
merits as well as improvement points in terms of the college’s ideologies and goals, operation and 
management, curriculum and teacher resources, methods of instruction and teaching environment, 
administrative support, community involvement and contribution; etc. can be better understood 
(Council of Indigenous Peoples, Executive Yuan, 2009). Among the colleges, Taoyuan County 
Aboriginal College has performed equally well in all areas and obtained excellent results for 6 years 
consecutively. This is the reason Taoyuan County Aboriginal College was selected as the case study 
for this research. 
This study includes a literature analysis and discussions on the above mentioned topic and will offer 
an insight into adult learning, organizational networks, extent of mutual benefit, trust relationship and 
other areas, from a social capitalism point of view. It will also explore if aboriginal colleges indeed 
demonstrate unique social features in terms of curriculum and teaching interaction, and strengthening 




                                                                        Lifelong Learning International Conference 2010 (3LInC’10) / 2 
 
Literature Review 
a. Aboriginal Colleges 
Taiwan’s aborigine tribes include the Amis and Pangcahs, and the Atayals, etc. There are a total of 
14 tribes currently with a total population of approximately 510,000 people. They make up 2 
percent of the entire Taiwanese population. In the 50 years after the war, due to the strict 
assimilation policies implemented by the government on the aboriginal tribes, ethnic education 
was not allowed within the national education system. As a result, the productivity level of the 
aborigines’ traditional economic structure dropped to an extreme low. This not only caused the 
severe backwardness of the indigenous people’s economic development, it also gravely hindered 
the development of their ethnic education (Lin, 2003). Due to long-term oppression and foreign 
governance, the aborigine tribes were hit with numerous political, economical and cultural crises. 
Hence, in comparison with other ethnic groups, the aborigines are weaker both in terms of 
economics and social resources. As such, Pu (2002) believes that aboriginal colleges are the 
opportunities tribes can look for under the official education system that is incapable of satisfying 
their cultural development and basic survival needs.  
Chang (2004) thinks that the establishment of the Taipei Wenshan  Community college in 1998 
initiated a community college movement in Taiwan. Hereafter, the community college integrated 
the government’s lifelong learning policy together with the people’s social movements and their 
need to participate in public affairs, and gradually established more than 100 community colleges 
today. This community college or community university movement aroused the attention and 
participation of many educational workers as well as citizens from all walks of life. It can be 
considered as a relatively significant outcome of the educational reforms implemented in Taiwan 
in recent years that covers both the social movement and overall community development aspects 
at the same time. Moreover, all these movements point towards a central notion – “community” 
(Chang, 2001).  This community-based movement has also set off a surge in indigenous tribes 
striving for local approval. Their combined force has compelled the attention and involvement of 
relevant government bodies. The drive for aboriginal colleges was influenced by the Taiwan 
community university movement and brought forth a learning trend among the indigenous 
communities. Similar to the community college, the aboriginal college movement is implicitly 
related to educational reforms and social movements, as well as the spirit behind overall 
community development. More importantly, it reveals the awakening of the indigenous tribes’ 
desire for autonomy. 
Pu (2002) deems that the aboriginal colleges should contribute and give back to their ethnic 
community or tribe. Thus, he points out that the aboriginal colleges serve the 5 functions below: 
1) Providing an education which integrates tribal knowledge and academic skills. 
2) Acquiring knowledge and skills for participation in learning. 
3) Bringing intellectual elites into the tribe. 
4) Promoting academic services and practices. 
5) Connecting the tribes to external information network strongholds. 
 
This viewpoint illustrates that the aboriginal community college’s role and function still lies 
inconnecting theory and practice, encouraging the joint participation of both elites and the tribes. 
It also gives importance to the consolidation and dissemination of knowledge in the tribes.   
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Sun (2004) points out that “the drive for aboriginal community colleges is in actual fact a 
restoration, or a reconfiguration, of the aboriginal tribes and their culture.” Hence, Sun 
Ta-chuan further believes that the aboriginal community college’s mechanism needs to be 
incorporated into local, tribal and civilian production systems. Therefore, he proposed the 
following three features of tribal community colleges: 
1) Collective tribal education - this refers to the education philosophies involving family 
and clan members, class, and ethics, etc. 
2) Traditional aborigine cultural education - its main features being music and dance. 
3) Education integrating traditional knowledge and modern life - this refers to 
understanding traditional values and significance by learning from the tribe’s lifestyle 
and arts.  
As can be seen, tribal community colleges have a very strong local personality. They also bear
   the important mission of integrating traditional culture and modern living.  
Summing up the above viewpoints and perspectives, the author finds that the two main 
functions of the aboriginal community colleges are lifelong-learning and passing on of culture. 
It has 5 main objectives: 
1) Understanding the beautiful cultural characteristics of aborigines and carrying 
forward aboriginal cultural traditions. 
2) Uniting aboriginal tribal knowledge, restoring aboriginal subjectivity. 
3) Integrating tradition and modernity, developing a modern lifestyle based on 
traditional culture. 
4) Committed to nurturing tribal elites, constructing lifelong learning environment in the 
tribes. 
5) Promoting tribal industrial development, constructing an industrial environment for 
the tribes’ sustainable existence.  
 
b. Adult learning in the aboriginal college 
In order to facilitate the implementation of lifelong learning, tribal industries development, 
social construction and other related study schemes, Taoyuan County Aboriginal College is 
managed by the national elementary school commissioned by the County Government 
Education Department located in Fuxing Village. In terms of administrative control, the 
county magistrate acts as the principal of the tribal college while the principal of the school is 
assigned to manage the college functions as the executive officer with subordinate teams in 
charge of coursework, academics, information and general services. The Program Planning 
Committee, Instructional Supervision Commission and Teaching Evaluation Committee are 
responsible for the area of instruction. An external Curriculum and Teaching Review 
Committee is appointed as consultants to promote tribal college curriculum. 
Initially, there were 5 courses available at the tribal colleges, namely: 1) Culture; 2) 
Community; 3) Industry; 4) Nature; 5) Tribal Research. This was later increased to 10 
including 1) Language; 2) Cultural Exploration; 3) Environmental Ecology; 4) Industrial 
Management Education; 5) Community Education; 6) Information Education; 7) Human 
Rights Education; 8) Gender Education; 9) Parenthood Education; 10) Health Improvement 
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and Healthcare. The subjects offered in the programs include traditional courses such as 
Aboriginal Languages, Aboriginal Singing and Dancing, Beading, Weaving, Knitting and 
Sewing, Colored Glaze Beads, Pottery, etc., as well as modern courses such as Computer 
Word Processing, Computer Imaging and Mapping, Computer Certification Course, Tribal 
Marketing, Tribe Industrial Culture and so on. 
As the government provides welfare to the aborigines, attending the tribal college is free. 
Recruitment of students for the tribal community college is targeted at adults above the age of 
18. They usually attend weekend or night classes. A hundred subjects are offered every year at 
the Taoyuan County Aboriginal College with an enrollment of at least 10 students per subject.  
Although teachers and curriculum will be reviewed, there is no restriction with regard to a 
teacher’s academic qualifications. For example, the tribe’s elderly and mother tongue teachers, 
etc., can all serve as instructors at the tribal college. There is also no fixed venue for classes. 
Besides the actual location of the school, many of the classrooms and activity centers in the 
tribe are also learning grounds. 
In general, adult learning at the tribal college is systematic, and teachers and students are 
flexible with regards to class schedules and venues; through class interaction, the aborigines’ 
tribal knowledge is aroused, and identification with their aboriginal language and culture is 
deepened. At the same time, the aborigines’ survival skills are heightened.  
c. Social capital 
In 1980, the Frenchman P. Bourdieu, proposed the concept of “social capital” in his 
publication “Social Capital Provisional Notes”. He defined it as “the aggregate of actual (real) 
or potential (virtual) resources which are related to the possession of a durable network of 
more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance or recognition, thus it is 
naturally accrued” (Lee & Yang, 1999). 
In 1988, the American, James S. Coleman, published ‘social capital in the creation of human 
capital’ in the ‘American Journal of Sociology’ and he defined social capital as “a variety of 
entities with two elements in common – they all consist of some aspect of social structure, 
and they facilitate certain actions of actors, whether they are individuals or legal entities 
within the structure.” Coleman discussed the notion of social capital based on the significance 
of social structure and thus formed the basis of his theory of “economic sociology”. 
Robert Burt (1992:9) indicated that social capital “refers to friends, colleagues, and more 
general contacts through who you receive the opportunity to employ other 
capital, ...relationships within the enterprises as well as between enterprises are social 
capital, ...it is the final determinant for competitive success”. 
Putnam (1993:167) considers social capital as unique features of a social organization such as 
trust, norms and networks which can, when coordinated, raise social productivity. 
In fact, Robert D. Putnam, Professor at Harvard University’s Department of Sociology, is the 
person who brought attention to the idea of “social capital”.  He analyzed social capital from 
the viewpoints of citizen participation and democracy and for this reason, successively 
published related literature and dissertations including, ‘Making democracy work: Civic 
traditions in modern Italy’ (1993), ‘Bowling alone: American’s declining social capital 
(1995)’, ‘Who killed civic America?’(1996), ‘The prosperous community: Social capital and 
public life’ (1996), and extensively discussed America’s spontaneous social organizations, 
citizen participation and the changing civic mentality. On the other hand, Portes (1995:12) 
regards social capital as the individual’s capacity to mobilize scarce resources by virtue of 
membership in social networks or other more general social structures. 
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Taking into consideration the above scholars’ standpoints, social capital can consist of the 
following 3 core components (Bullen & Onyx, 2000): 
1) Participation in networks: People voluntarily participate in various forms of social 
organization (including general associations or professional groups) through which 
interlocking human and organizational relationships are formed and by these 
interactions, social capital is created. 
 
2) Reciprocity: Social capital cannot directly create commercial profit for the individual. 
It is a long-term accumulation of altruistic behavior towards other members with 
reasonable expectations of compensation. 
 
3) Trust: Trust is a multiple combination of recognition and emotional connections. A  
sense of trust allows community members to have a greater willingness to take risks 
that may come about by relying on others.  
 
Methodology 
In Order To comprehensively understand the management philosophies, course designs and teaching 
environment at Taoyuan County Aboriginal College, this research adopted a case study approach and 
selected administrative personnel, instructors and students at the Taoyuan County Aboriginal College 
as subjects for observation and study. The researcher served as a counselor and member of the 
Evaluation Committee at the tribal college and had frequent contact and interaction with the subjects. 
At the same, he obtained data from evaluation reports including information related to administration, 
curriculum and instruction. Hence, in this study, the researcher took on, in part, the role of a 
participant and gained first-hand information so as to understand actual circumstances and issues 
surrounding the research subjects. The researcher further investigated the adult learning characteristics 
at Taoyuan County Aboriginal College by conducting literature review on the aboriginal community 
colleges, gathering information through observation, participation and dialogical reflection, and 
analyzing this information from the social capitalism point of view.  
Discussion and Results  
a. The Management Philosophies and Goals of Taoyuan County Aboriginal College 
Most of the people at Taoyuan County Aboriginal College are from the Atayal tribe. They fall 
behind the people of the flatlands both in standard of education and level of knowledge. The 
purpose of establishing the tribal college is to develop their knowledge skills through lifelong 
learning courses, hence improving their standard of living and enhancing their competitiveness 
in the society. Secondly, aboriginal traditional culture has been severely fading in recent years. 
Through the learning of indigenous languages and traditional arts, their ancestors’ knowledge 
and artistic skills can be passed down, raise ethnic and cultural awareness among the tribesmen 
and bring about the revival of indigenous culture. Moreover, the integration of indigenous and 
modern culture is inevitable. Tribal colleges should also construct a knowledge system with 
local characteristics. 
In summary, the tribal college holds the following management philosophies: 
 
1) Establish a tribal college that integrates economic development and job opportunities. 
 
2)  Build the knowledge system of the aborigine tribes. 
3)  Highlight the subjectivity of tribes, promote tribal organization and development. 
 
4) Establish tribal education centered on the tribe. 
 
                                                                        Lifelong Learning International Conference 2010 (3LInC’10) / 6 
 
5) Integrate "conversation" and "mentoring" as main teaching methods. 
 
6)  Emphasize the tribal mobile classroom that serves locally. 
However, it is undeniable that the collaborated efforts of folk associations, strong support of the 
government and relevant guidance of academic or business units are still required for the  
revitalization of indigenous culture and large scale industrial development due to the tribal 
college’s lack of independent venues and human resources, as well as external socio-economic 
pressures. 
Therefore, the management philosophies and goals of the tribal college are frequently 
consolidated through the ‘consultation network’ (guidance and training by scholars and experts). 
Cohesiveness is also strengthened through the ‘information network’ (lesson observation by 
teachers and students) so as to build a greater sense of indigenous identity and cultural 
awareness. Thus, Taoyuan County Aboriginal College’s management philosophies and goals 
have achieved cohesiveness through the bonding with social capitalist network organizations. 
b. Curriculum Design And Instruction At Taoyuan County Aboriginal College 
At The Beginning, Only 5 Courses Were offered at the Taoyuan County Aboriginal College. 
Subsequently, the number of courses was increased to 10. Such a design prevents the courses 
from being completely oriented towards the subjective demands of indigenous people, and to 
mediate by incorporating some “value-oriented” courses, so that the indigenous people can 
learn more from courses related to culture and language. Hence, this is a curriculum design 
model that combines "from top" and "from bottom" concepts. That is to say the tribal college 
invites scholars and experts to take charge of planning and designing various courses, to be 
used as references for teachers and students from various tribes to learn from. Detailed lesson 
plans are proposed by the tribal teachers and after they are reviewed by the Board, student 
recruitment begins. 
In terms of teaching instruction at the tribal college, as many of the courses are carried out in the 
tribal classrooms or the tribe’s outdoor areas, tribal college courses will consider working with 
other organizations, associations, public and private sectors in order to fully reflect the local 
characteristics of the tribal college. This means that tribal college instruction uses "DIY" 
principles. Based on the life experience of the indigenous people, emphasis is placed on 
enhancing the tribe’s cultural values. Instruction and learning takes place through conversation 
and the traditional spirit of the tribe is retrieved from within nature’s open grounds. In addition, 
many indigenous languages and traditional arts courses have to be taught by the tribal "elders" 
and "chieftains", fully revealing the moral traditions and cultural significance of tribal education. 
 
However, due to the invasion of modern capitalism and the dominance of Han culture, the 
indigenous population faces a dilemma in terms of learning styles and content. They seem to 
gain minimally from the learning of their tribal language because being able to speak their 
mother tongue does not bring them more security or guarantee in their daily life or future 
employment. When faced with survival issues, no one seems to bother about the restoration of 
ethnic culture. No matter how well-designed the tribal college’s courses are, it seems unable to 
withstand the attacks of mainstream culture and social values. 
 
It is noteworthy that the teachers and students in the tribal college have built up several mutually 
beneficial networks. Through administrative meetings, lesson observations, participation in 
studies and sharing of electronic resources, etc., they supplement each other’s lack in the tribal 
knowledge system. A high degree of familiarity and trust between students and teachers can even 
produce the effect of “teachers learning as they teach” through “conversational instruction”.  
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c. Taoyuan County Aboriginal College’s Community Involvement and Connections 
In the spirit of conducting social education, Taoyuan County Aboriginal College brought in more 
than 20 aboriginal organizations including people’s organizations and community development 
associations, to establish the tribal college together. They also formed a platform for discussing 
public tribal issues to help solve tribal problems. The problem they face is that some of the 
tribesmen gradually forget their ethnic language and traditional culture after moving to the city. 
Through city community learning courses and hill tribes’ field investigation programs, the 
teachers and students at the tribal college deepen their learning and further indentify with tribal 
culture and traditions. 
Findings 
a. Conclusion 
These are the detailed characteristics of the overall operation of Taoyuan County Aboriginal 
College: 
1) The core concepts and goals of the tribal college can be specifically stated and carried 
out.  Its short, medium and long-term development goals are also stipulated. 
2) The tribal college’s main source of teachers are tribal elders and certified native 
language speakers. They are able to unite tribal learners together and express passion 
toward learning the ethnic language and culture. 
3) The tribal college’s curriculum design incorporates both "from top" and "from 
bottom" models. They fully reflect the systematic, organized and flexible nature of 
the course design. 
4) The teachers and students of the tribal college give their utmost towards total 
community development. In addition to regular classroom courses, they also plan 
and participate in a series of tribal ecology and cultural courses. 
5) The Taoyuan County Aboriginal College has already established a very complete and 
efficient administrative team. Led by the team, the tribal college fully exhibits the 
characteristics of local tribal learning and has consistently achieved excellent results 
in past successive evaluations. 
6) The Taoyuan County Aboriginal College has performed well in the areas of 
administrative management, curriculum design, teaching instruction and the overall 
community involvement. The executives developed mutually beneficial activities 
and relationships through an adequate network organization and constructed a highly 
recognized and trustworthy tribal college.  
b. Suggestions 
 
1) Taoyuan County Aboriginal College is mostly managed by the county’s national 
elementary school. The public sector is still its main driving force. Inevitably, more 
effort is needed to incorporate the participation and cooperation of other non-profit 
organizations and private companies. 
 
2) Although the Taoyuan County Aboriginal College is performing well, is it possible to 
establish a system for administrative organization so as to hand over control and   
management of the college back to the tribe and build a long-lasting foundation for 
development? This is worthy of review, particularly as the executive team is changing 
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this year. Time will tell if Taoyuan County Aboriginal College’s new philosophies and 
values will be able to continue producing excellent results like before.  
 
3) Recommendations for future research: This investigation adopted the case study  
approach. The researcher obtained data through counseling and evaluation, etc. Due 
to the participant orientation, there is inevitably some biases in the researcher’s 
observations to modification and selection of research subjects. If in-depth interviews 
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